300                          PEAKS   AND   LAMAS

foreigners. The abbot's reply, duly signed in English " Yours
sincerely S. Raspa," conveyed an invitation to visit him as
soon as possible, since he was on the point of leaving for a tour
of the neighbouring province of Spiti.

The ride from Leh to the great Gompa is sometimes taken
in two stages; a halt can be made at a half-way house, the
Mussulman village of Shushot. After crossing the Indus, which
here splits into several channels, the road follows the edge of
a riverside strip of farmland for several miles, before entering
the desert. A long and scorching ride lies ahead, over a tedious
stretch of sandy ground* The reflection of the sun's rays from
the dazzling sand is so fierce that fair-complexioned people are
well-advised to use some kind of protective ointment just as if
they were crossing a snowfield. If this precaution is neglected,
their faces may be severely blistered.

The monastery itself lies concealed inside a narrow side-valley
running down to the river from the south-west. Approached
from Leh, it is not visible at all; the only indications of its
presence are two long Mani walls flanking the two chief roads,
the Leh road and the one leading along the Indus from the
south-east, which converge towards the entrance of the glen.
On nearing the point where the two mendongs meet at an angle,
fields and a few trees appear, framed between the rocky hill-
sides, with a stream rushing merrily down the centre of the
trough. Along the road stand numbers of chortens of excep-
tional elegance, some of which are pierced by gateways with
ceilings that were formerly decorated in bright colours, but are
now half perished; under these pylons the track passes. Soon,
the glen narrows still further, and the View is blocked! by a
small wood; no big buildings are visible anywhere, and it is
hard to believe that so extensive a place can remain thus hidden.
It undoubtedly merits its title of Gompa, which means literally
** a solitary place."

At length, after going past the houses of the village, one
arrives suddenly close under the monastery, which forms an
impressive block of buildings nestling up against the side of
the mountain. From its upper story projects a row of wooden
galleries of charming design, which give it an unusual lightness
in contrast to the fortress-like severity of other Gompas, which
are almost always situated on rugged eminences, out of which
they seem to grow; this magnifies the apparent size of the